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Children as Research Advisors:
Contributions to a ‘Methodology of 
Participation’ in Researching Children 
in Difficult Circumstances
Introduction
Understanding the lives of children living in difficult
circumstances arising from conflict or migration has the
potential to inform discussions on childhood in general
(Boyden & de Berry, 2004; Machel 2001) and to influence
child-centred programmes and policies (Ackerman et al,
2003). Research is a significant means by which such
knowledge is achieved. Research findings contribute to
evidence-based policies and act as supporting evidence
in funding applications, while information-gathering is
relied on in planning, monitoring and evaluating
programmes aimed at assisting children in difficult
circumstances. Thus, not only researchers, but also non-
research active practitioners such as social, support and
case workers entering into contact with migrant and
asylum-seeking children in schools, social care services
and community organisations, will benefit from
familiarising themselves with the research process as it
directly or indirectly affects their work with children.
Since the ratification of the 1989 Convention on the
Rights of the Child, there has been increased awareness
of the value of child participation in general, and
specifically in research, and a consequent interest in the
methodological aspects of conducting research with
children. These range from specific issues like informed
consent and confidentiality (Thomas & Byford, 2003;
Williamson et al, 2005), the role of gatekeepers (Murray,
2005) and the use of child-centred techniques (Barker &
Weller, 2003), to more general areas of concern such as
children’s understanding of their research rights (Hurley
& Underwood, 2002) or their perspectives on the
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This article contributes to emerging discussions of child participation in general, and in research
with migrant and displaced children specifically, by examining the involvement of children as
research advisors in two projects: a study of foster care for separated children in Rwanda, and an
analysis of the conditions of children outside parental care living in institutions and communities
in Bangladesh.The comparison highlights the importance of conceiving participation as a research
strategy, and advocates a ‘methodology of participation’ that considers varieties of participation
and varieties of social change.Teaching research methods to children acting as advisors enabled
them to understand what research is and to learn about the lives of other children, while
contributing to decision-making processes in selecting questions, participants, interpreting
findings and making recommendations. Children’s input into research contributes to overcoming
essentialist conceptualisations of children in difficult circumstances, and moving to viewing these
children as social actors embedded in complex relational processes.At the same time, involving
children in an advisory capacity treates them as active participants in the research process, as
they are in social life.
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methods used in research (Hill, 2006), issues of power
and representation (Christensen, 2004; Grover 2004;
Wyness, 2006), ethics of research (Mahon et al, 1996;
Morrow & Richards, 1996) and participatory
methodologies (Boyden & Ennew, 1997; Eyber & Ager,
2004;Thomas & O’Kane, 1998).
Evolving conceptualisations of
childhood
Underpinning the idea of child participation in research
is a changed conceptualisation of childhood, which until
the 1970s was framed within evolutionary discourses of
children’s biological make-up and confined to mother-
child relationships (James, 2004).The explanation (albeit
contested) that the existence of a distinct phase in
human development, namely childhood, was a recent
cultural phenomenon (the French historian Philippe
Aries (1962) had argued that childhood had not existed
in medieval society) generated a debate that contributed
to the emergence of a new paradigm: childhood as a
social construction. According to this, children are not
objects but social actors, both independent individuals
engaged in their social worlds and capable of influencing
them, and members of a social category defined by
particular social, historical and ideological processes
(James, 2004). The dichotomy between children and
adults is replaced by the idea of childhood as a social
category fundamentally embedded in relational
processes, representing interactions among diverse social
positions (Mayall, 2002).
This conceptual shift also influenced research with
children affected by migration, conflict and poverty, in
that their voices and opinions began to be sought. In its
simplest form, participation in research means talking to
children directly rather than asking their parents or
teachers, so that children become subjects rather than
objects of research (Christensen & Prout, 2002). While
the change in approach has contributed to more realistic
assessments of the lives of many children living in
difficult circumstances, they continue to be viewed as
independent groups rather than relational categories:
street children (Veale & Doná, 2003), refugee children
(Ahearn et al, 2003), and unaccompanied children
(Bhabha,2004;Hek 2005;Thomas & Byford,2003), among
others. Additionally, explanatory concepts used to
describe children in difficult circumstances struggle to
overcome the use of dichotomous and often oppositional
concepts: vulnerability/resilience, needs/rights, victims/
survivors, traumatised/healthy (Ahearn et al, 2003; Chatty
et al, 2005; Summerfield, 2000), essentialising the reality
of their identities and lives.
Children as researchers
To comprehend better the structural, situational and
personal complexity of children’s lives, researchers rely
primarily on the involvement of children as participants,
acknowledging the value of their interpretations and
accounts. Recently, under aspirations for social inclusion,
empowerment and social change, children have begun to
be involved not simply as respondents but also in other
capacities and at different stages of the research process
itself: setting the agenda, choosing topics of investigation,
collecting information, interpreting and disseminating
findings, and acting upon them (Boyden & Ennew, 1997;
Thomas & O’Kane, 1998; Kellet, 2005; Kellet et al, 2004).
Three accounts of using participation in research with
socially excluded young people, namely migrant and
refugee children and homeless young people, are
presented below to examine the specificities, challenges
and value of participation in politically and socially
charged environments.
In a study aimed at understanding the worries of
Palestinian children living in Gaza from the perspective
of the children themselves, MacMullin and Loughry
(2000) give an example of children’s involvement in the
development of research instruments. Children were
asked to list and rank the things that worried them
most, which constituted the basis for the development
of a questionnaire that was distributed to 247 children
aged 11 to 16, and whose findings were discussed in
focus group meetings with the children themselves.
While previous research on the same topic, but in
which concerns were identified from the literature,
found that children’s worries were family, social
relationships and school (Simon & Ward, 1974), or
school work, money and social efficacy (Millar &
Gallagher, 1996), in this study different and unexpected
concerns became apparent: corruption, dirty streets,
future, death of Iraqi children and car accidents.This is
an instance where child participation led to increased
awareness about worries on the part of both children
and adults.
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Achieving social change was a main objective of Pain
and Francis’s (2003) participatory research to explore the
concerns about crime and experiences of victimisation of
socially excluded young people in England.The authors’
reflections on the value, challenges and limitations of
participatory research offer a useful contribution to
emerging discussions on methodological issues specific
to participatory research. They examine the use of
participatory techniques and procedures, and the social
and political factors impinging on meaningful
participation. In the context of forced migration, Boyden
(2001), too, identified operational, structural and
conceptual obstacles to adopting child participation.
While participatory techniques are widely viewed as
ethically preferable to more conventional methods, Pain
and Francis found that they are surrounded with
limitations. In their study, while there were many
examples of young people feeling victimised, it was not
possible to distinguish between perceptions, rumours
and personal experiences of crime victimisation.The fact
that people moved in and out of group discussions made
the sessions dynamic, but lacking in continuity and
development. Emergence – participants raising the issues
that they want to raise – meant that the goals of the
research were not completely met, and analysing the
information in a participatory manner raised concerns
over the explicit framework of analysis.
The authors also discovered, like others, that despite
their ambition to achieve social change,where participants
take actions on issues and problems that arise from the
research, this is seldom achieved. Barriers to meaningful
participation can be practical, conceptual and contextual.
Practically, participants, for a full range of reasons –
continuity in time or different priorities – may choose not
to participate in the social change, even when it is clear
that it is going to have a positive impact. Conceptually,
participation assumes the existence of a ‘community’, a
problematic idea with groups that are transient like the
homeless and out-of-school young people in their project.
Finally, the socio-political context influences the
effectiveness and routes for change; sustainable
participatory practices rarely fit well with the structures
and cultures of statutory policy-making organisations. In
their study, for instance, while young people and social
workers identified police attitudes towards homeless and
school-excluded people as a significant problem in the city,
suggested trainings for the police and even offered to run
workshops on understanding young people’s situations,
their recommendation was met with resistance by the
police force. However, in spite of the challenges and
limitations, they, like Boyden (2001), concluded that the
approach was still valuable for consulting so called ‘hard
to reach’ groups.
A third type of contribution to discussions on
participation focuses on its comparative aspects. Chatty
and colleagues (2005) used anthropological and
participatory methodologies with young Palestinian,
Afghan and Sahrawi refugees in exile, and found that
participatory methods varied from site to site, that the
agendas of the youth groups, the researchers and the
local representatives shaped the direction of the
research, and that participation does not happen in a
social or political vacuum.
In the context of complete self-settlement with no
international humanitarian assistance and enrolled in
(informal) schools set up by their parents, the Afghan
young people were the most outspoken, active and
questioning of the refugee groups. From the onset, they
adopted the participatory approach and made it their own,
reshaping the research strategy;they set up afternoon clubs
and various committees including a clean-up committee, a
sports committee, a newsletter committee, and a research
committee in charge of deciding which individual young
people would take part in in-depth interviewing and
narratives.The Palestinians,whose lives and education were
shaped by UNRWA,were keen to be involved in the project
and took the lead in the dissemination of findings.Young
Palestinians in Lebanon and Syria prepared booklets
identifying research findings to be circulated; in Jordan,
funding for a newsletter linking young Palestinians across
the country was secured and continued to be produced
after the end of the formal project; in the West Bank and
Gaza, despite the outbreak of the Second Intifada, several
photo and art exhibits took place. Finally, the Sahrawi
young people, living under an all-encompassing
international humanitarian aid regime organised through
the Sahrawi government in exile, were not readily
responsive to the participatory goals of the project; they
were eager to participate, but viewed participatory
exercises as formal extensions of their schoolwork rather
than a separate forum for open discussions.
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The authors concluded that divergent research
contexts and different experiences and agendas of the
young refugees make comparability across the three
settings difficult, and raise challenges in the search for
methodological commonality, similarities in the data and
comparability across field sites. However, their
comparisons highlight a communality; participation gives
young people agency and ownership and contributes to
a greater holistic understanding of young refugees.
Within these emerging methodological reflections on
child/youth participation in research, the present
examination of the role of children as research 
advisors aims:
• to examine a specific type of child participation, that of
children acting in an advisory capacity
• to describe a technique for participation – teaching
basic research methods
• to consider children’s empowerment as the acquisition
of knowledge and awareness
• to analyse the influence of the context by comparing
the involvement of children as advisors in two separate
research projects.
I want to bring to attention the importance of
thinking methodologically about participation in
research by demonstrating that how participation itself is
conceived and carried out affects the quality of the
process; that, if well-planned, it improves the quality of
the overall research project, gives children tools to
examine and discuss their lives, and contributes to
discussions on children in difficult circumstances that
transcend dichotomous explanations.
I will begin with separate descriptions of two
research projects in which children participated as
advisors: a study of fostering separated children in
Rwanda (Doná et al, 2002), and an analysis of the
conditions of children outside parental care living in
institutions and communities in Bangladesh (Doná &
Islam, 2003). Although these examples are about
participation in the research process, lessons can be
learnt for planning participatory activities with children
in non-research contexts too. Similarly, while the
examples illustrated below are about two specific
settings, inferences can be drawn for other situations in
which children find themselves in difficult environments,
for instance children of irregular migrants in countries of
asylum, unaccompanied minors settling in alone or
trafficked children.
Care arrangements for
separated children: the Rwandan
experience of fostering
In the 1990s, Rwandan history was characterised by a:
crisis of such proportions that every Rwandan
is said to have lost touch with at least one
member of his or her immediate family 
(ICRC, 2000 p3).
During and after the 1994 genocide, many Rwandan
children became internally displaced and refugees, losing
family members or being separated from them during
violence and flight. Estimates range from 120,266, the
number of files of registered unaccompanied Rwandan
children in the Great Lakes region gathered by the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC,2000), to
the 4–500,000 quoted by the Rwandan government
(Minitraso et al, 1996). The immediate response of the
government and partner organisations was the
identification, documentation, tracing and family
reunification of unaccompanied displaced and refugee
children inside Rwanda and abroad. By 2000 this initiative
had succeeded in re-unifying more than half of the
registered unaccompanied minors with a member of the
extended family (ICRC, 2000). However, children too
young to remember who they were or where they came
from at the time of separation,and those for whom tracing
had been unsuccessful, remained in centres or in the care
of unrelated individuals both inside Rwanda and abroad.
For those unable to return to live with their families,
fostering was adopted as the preferred social care
option.Fostering is an arrangement in which a child lives
with an unrelated family on a temporary basis, without
the expectation of permanent membership in the new
family, and without any expectation that natural parents
will lose their parental rights and responsibilities
(Tolfree, 1995 p185). In Rwanda, the first instances of
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fostering by an agency were recorded in 1996, and
approximately 1,200 unaccompanied children had been
fostered by agencies (referred to as ‘formal’ or ‘agency’
fostering) by 2000, in addition to the much larger
number of children believed to be spontaneously living
with unrelated individuals (referred to as ‘spontaneous’
or ‘informal’ fostering).
In 2000, the government, Unicef and Save the
Children commissioned a study to document the
Rwandan experience of fostering, to examine fostering
guidelines and practices for both spontaneous and formal
fostering in the legislative context of other types of social
care including adoption and guardianship, and to explore
the perceptions of fostering by children, foster parents,
local authorities and members of local communities.The
community-based component of the study involved 415
participants in individual interviews, focus group
discussions and group activities – 228 children (55%) and
187 adults (45%). A team of five researchers developed
the research strategy and instruments,and carried out the
study, with feedback from members of an advisory
committee consisting of representatives of the
Government and child agencies, and an advisory
committee consisting of children.
The child advisory committee on
researching foster care 
Following informal meetings with youth workers in a
community centre sponsoring educational and
recreational activities for socially excluded children, a
general meeting took place with all children, during
which we explained the purpose of the foster care study
and asked them if they were willing to give us their
advice on how to study foster care.The children decided
that it was not possible for all of them to be involved, and
chose to select representatives, 13 of whom were elected
to speak for boys and girls from poor families, uprooted
fostered children, war orphans, separated children living
with extended families, and street and working children
of various ages.
Over a four-month period we held meetings every
two weeks, the first one centred on ‘what research is’, to
continue with workshops on research questions,
selection of participants,approaching children and giving
feedback on findings. Techniques used included group
discussions, listing, ranking, role-plays and debates.When
we first explained our interest in understanding
fostering, the advisors replied that many categories of
children deserved to have their lives understood, and
asked why we focused on fostered children only. This
comment gave us the opportunity to explain the terms of
reference for the study and our role vis-á-vis other
stakeholders, namely the Government and Unicef.
Communication about research boundaries proved
fruitful, because it made children understand the socio-
political context of the study and realise that they were
contributing to a real project.The workshop in which we
discussed research topics – ‘What do we want to find out
about fostering?’ – gave us an indication of the children’s
main interests and concerns.The advisory members were
mostly keen to know how foster children are treated and
their position within the family; do they go to school, do
they receive the same amount of food as the other
children in the family, are they at ease, do foster parents
treat them as their own? 
During the workshop on selecting participants –
‘Who can give use the information we need?’ – we were
told that to obtain trustworthy information, it is not
sufficient to talk to fostered children and parents, but it
is better to contact other members of the community as
they are likely to know more about the child than
her/his foster parents. What the children were advising
us to do was to adopt triangulation to cross-check
information. They first listed, and then ranked in
decreasing order of trust, those individuals who can give
genuine information about the fostered child: the best
friend(s) of the fostered child, foster parents,
friends/classmates of the foster child, neighbours of the
family, foster children themselves, workers in centres,
teachers, authorities. They said that the most genuine
information would come from the best friend, the
confidant of the child rather than the children
themselves, who may be afraid of exposing themselves.
Following this meeting, we tried whenever possible to
interview pairs of children who were best friends
(having previously identified one of them as having
been fostered), asking both the same general questions
so as not to stigmatise the fostered child. The advisors
also thought that speaking to neighbours before
interviewing foster parents would help us to know
things about the foster family that parents might not
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want to disclose, and that to obtain genuine
information, any participant should be visited two or
three times.The last two suggestions proved difficult to
implement directly, but they made us more open to
grasping informal comments and encouraged us to
spend informal time in the field.
The workshop on procedures,‘How do we approach
fostered children?’, proved valuable in that advisors
agreed that it was imperative to ask for the permission of
parents before interviewing a foster child. This strong
viewpoint was explained in connection with concerns
for the well-being of the child herself/himself; granting
permission was a way of making sure that the child
would not be mistreated because she/he had participated
in the study.Their genuine concern for the well-being of
the fostered child highlighted a spontaneous grasp of
ethical issues.
Advice in interpreting findings 
As the research progressed,we used the workshops as an
opportunity to ask advice on how to interpret
ambiguous,unclear or unexpected findings.For instance,
we had encountered cases of unaccompanied children
who had not been told that they had been fostered
(some of them had found out indirectly but pretended
that they did not know,while others believed themselves
to be natural children).We had also found out that some
foster parents, given the negative connotation that the
label ‘orphan’ carries in post-genocide Rwanda,
considered the fact that the child did not know as a sign
of success. It was difficult to strike a balance between
the Convention right to an identity, the implications of
the label ‘orphan’ and the parents’ concerns about
discrimination. We asked advisors for their opinion on
our discrepant findings, and they replied that children
should know that they are fostered for two reasons: to
avoid the child finding out from an outsider, and to avoid
problems on the death of parents, specifically
concerning inheritance. The telling should be done
sensitively, they suggested, possibly not even by the
parents themselves but by a trusted adult who might
take the child aside and explain the situation calmly.
The issue of inheritance often surfaced in the study,
raised in group activities with children in schools and
group discussions with foster parents, as a differentiating
feature between formal and informal foster care and as a
possible area of contention between fostered and natural
siblings. We were aware that in the context of post-
genocide Rwanda where many heads of households had
been killed or their whereabouts were unknown,
inheritance was a contentious issue, but we had not
anticipated its widespread importance in the lives of
foster families. When asked for their opinion on the
issue, the advisors said that since parents had agreed to
take in a child, inheritance should be distributed equally
among foster and natural children, as well as both boys
and girls. They also discussed the difficulty in
apportioning land or properties, the most traditional
form of inheritance, and suggested that foster parents
should make all efforts to send fostered children to
school as a form of portable inheritance.
Another ambiguous finding was whether or not the
name of the fostered child should be put on the identity
card of the foster parents.As fostering is supposed to be
a short-term arrangement (different from adoption),
would legalising it mean that it became de facto
adoption? What would happen if natural parents traced
the child and wanted him/her back? One such instance
had been recorded in the course of our research. The
advisors recommended that fostered children should be
included on the identity cards of the parents as a form of
protection for the fostered child.
The final meeting was about the structure and
content of the foster care report.When they saw the table
of contents, the children told us that the report should
give greater emphasis to the future of fostered children –
what happens to them when they grow up – and contain
a section with that title, which we accepted.When, at the
end of the project, we thanked them for their assistance,
one child replied that they were also thanking us because
they had learned many things.‘I did not even know what
research was before we began.We also thank you.’ In the
course of the workshops we learned the Rwandan
proverb N’izibika zari amagi (Even the rooster once
was an egg) that was used to remember the role that
childhood plays in adulthood. We concluded the last
workshop with a party to which all children were
invited,having been reminded that the advisors had acted
as representatives of all children and not as individuals,
and therefore all should benefit.
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Children outside parental care
in institutions and community
in Bangladesh
The second study in which children acted as advisors was
a research project on the conditions of children living
outside parental care in Bangladesh.As the government of
the People’s Republic of Bangladesh, and local and
national non-governmental organisations implemented
policies and programmes within the framework of
children’s rights, it become apparent that certain groups
of children were living in difficult circumstance. Urban
dwellers,refugees,tribal groups and bedays (river gypsies)
were particularly vulnerable to violence, sexual abuse and
trafficking; disabled children, orphans, children of sex
workers and children in institutions also experienced
disadvantage and discrimination in their day-to-day lives
(Government of Bangladesh & Unicef, 2000).
Among the children living in difficulty were those
living without one or both parents, whose parents were
in prison or had separated, abandoned or missing
children, and street working children, broadly referred as
‘children living outside parental care’. These can be
settled, migrant or uprooted children who are separated
from their families. In 2001 the Bangladeshi Ministry of
Social Welfare and Unicef commissioned a study to gain
an overview of the conditions of these children, those
living in institutions (orphanages) and communities, and
to explore strategies for alternative care arrangements.
The research sought to provide an insight into the views
of children, their guardians, staff members and care
leavers in three areas of the country: the urban capital
Dhaka where rural–urban migration led many to live in
slums, Mymensingh in rural Bangladesh where among
others lived a community of stateless Bihari refugees, and
Rangamati in the East of the country, where ethnic
minorities including internally displaced persons resided.
In each area, one government and one private institution
and one community area were visited. Focus group
discussions, semi-structured interviews and group
activities (essay writing, social mapping and story
creation) were conducted with boys and girls aged 4 to
18 living in institutions and the community, as well as
interviews with guardians, service providers, key
informants and leaders in institutions and communities.
In total, 646 (82%) children and 139 (18%) adults
participated in the research. Two advisory committees
were formed to give feedback on the research process
and output,one constituted of adults and one of children.
The child advisory committee
in researching children living
outside parental care
Adopting the experience of Rwanda as a model, we
planned to set up a child advisory committee whose
representatives would speak for children without a
father, children without a mother, children without both
parents, children living with a guardian and those living
in institutions. But, as Chatty and colleagues (2005) also
discovered,participation does not happen in a vacuum.In
Bangladesh, a Muslim country, boys and girls do not
normally reside in the same centres, nor are they used to
interacting in mixed-gender workshops, which made us
debate whether it was culturally sensitive to have a
mixed advisory committee, better to have two separate
ones, or realistic to have only one with either boys or
girls. In the end, practicalities dictated the decision to
collaborate with a non-governmental organisation whose
beneficiaries were street and working girls living outside
parental care, migrants themselves or children of rural-
urban migrants.They were chosen because of an assumed
familiarity with both life in the community and in an
(open) institution. During a preliminary gathering, which
took place late in the afternoon when the girls returned
to the centre after a day working or studying outside, we
introduced the purpose of the study and the role of the
advisory committee. During the meeting, since most of
the girls wanted to be involved in the committee, they all
chose to attend the workshops rather than to select
representatives.The participation of 20 to 35 girls meant
that continuity became a challenge, and the depth and
detail of feedback were less than in the foster care study,
although we had revised our techniques to work with
larger groups.
Given the difficulty of identifying children living
outside parental care in Bangladesh, the first workshop
was structured around terminologies and definitions.
When asked ‘Who do you think are those children who do
not live with their parents?’, the advisors listed street
children, disadvantaged children, working children, those
who live with a stepmother or stepfather, lost children and
those whose parents had died, separated from the family
because of poverty, abused by stepmother, lacking a
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guardian, parents making the wrong decision of sending
them away, violence, trafficking, bad behaviour and family
break-up.It is worth noting that most of the children listed
are those most familiar to the girls, namely those whose
situations resemble those of street and working children.
At the end of the meeting, the advisors came up with
a definition of children outside parental care.
A child who has lost both parents or the father
or the mother, who is not cared for by anybody,
who is without protection and assistance, and
who is treated as an orphan.
It is interesting to note that both children in the
advisory committee and participants in the study offered
a broader definition than the more standardised and
narrowly outlined one we found in programmes and
policy documents, which is based almost exclusively on
socio-demographics characteristics rather than
environmental vulnerability. For instance, according to
the Muslim tradition, a child is considered to be ‘orphan’
if both parents or the father only (not the mother) die or
abandon a child. This meant that many ‘orphans’ in
institutions had mothers or relatives but were placed
there due to poverty or to access services (education)
otherwise unaffordable. One of the recommendations of
the study was for the assessment of vulnerability to move
beyond socio-demographic characteristics (death of
parents) to include contextual vulnerability, so that poor
children in slum areas, though not technically orphans
but whose conditions resemble those of orphans, could
also be entitled to social support.
When we examined possible research areas for
investigation – ‘what do we want to find out about these
children?’ – the advisors wished to know the specific life
paths that led children to become separated: which types
of children are living away from the family, what are the
causes, how did they come to live on the street or to be
living in an institution and, especially, who decided? They
were keen to learn about their lives, problems and needs:
what problems did/do they face in the family, what
services are there for children in institutions, are the
children in institutions happy, are there differences
between life on the street and in orphanages, how are
they growing up, what do they want to be in the future? 
Advisors also listed and ranked those likely to give
more trustworthy information in decreasing degree. In the
community they were, in addition to the child, friends,
teacher, neighbour, founder/owner of a centre, known
persons and gentlemen (somebody with prestige in the
community), and in institutions again friends, followed by
staff (madams) and children themselves (equally in second
position), teachers, guards and manager/bosses. To
interview children,researchers need to go where they are,
in institutions or on the streets, clubs, railway station,
footpaths, verandas, brothels, slum, shelters and inside
homes where they work as domestics. Again, it is worth
noticing that the community places listed are those most
familiar to street and working children.
On the basis of the feedback from the advisors, we
revised the study to include additional questions, which
was useful, and new categories of participants (friend of
the child, neighbour and teacher), which proved only
partly successful because of time limits.As we proceeded
with the data collection and preliminary analyses, we
returned to the centre to ask for feedback on ambiguous
and unclear findings.
Advisors’ comments on the interpretation
of findings
Included among our planned visits to institutions were
visits to baby homes, orphanages where very young
children, probably orphans (both parents) or abandoned
children, are looked after from birth to the age of five,
without being visited by anybody or being able to leave
the institution to visit family or relatives. At the age of
five, they are transferred to mainstream institutions that
cater for children who may have relatives or one parent
alive, who receive monthly visits and occasionally leave
the institution during holidays to stay with the mother or
the extended family. We asked the advisors what
recommendations should be put forward to support
children without anybody.The advisors said that children
who have lost both parents should be given more care
and attention by their caregivers, teachers and
classmates, that death should be explained to them
gently (that everybody has to die and that some parents
may be alive and others may be dead), and that those
children living in institutions who still have their mother
could invite children without parents to call their own
mother ‘mama’.
International Journal of Migration, Health and Social Care   Volume 2 Issue 2 September 2006   © Pavilion Publishing (Brighton) Ltd
28
Children as Research Advisors: Contributions to a ‘Methodology of 
Participation’ in Researching Children in Difficult Circumstances
During the research, we found that children were
allowed to stay in institutions until the age of eighteen,
but could leave earlier if they had a marriage proposal or
a job prospect. Interviews with staff and young adults
who had left the institution revealed difficulties in
adjusting (rather than re-adjusting) to life in society after
having spent most of the formative years in institutional
care. When we discussed problematic transitions,
advisors’ overall recommendations were in the direction
of bridging the gap between institutions and families.
They recommended that staff in institutions give counsel
and support to children so that they can learn to live in
society, suggested development of links with those
families who accept children, and thought that when
children choose to go and live outside the institution,
carers should visit and continue to give counsel and that
both the child and the ‘new’ family should be open to
making adjustments.
In the end, we managed four long sessions with the
child advisory committee, due to constraints in both our
and their schedules and methodological limitations in
planning and implementation of the activity. They
resulted in some practical and useful suggestions, and
confirmed that children are interested in learning and
commenting about children’s lives. It also showed us that
children know best about what they are familiar with, in
this case street and working life rather than institutional
life. Before proceeding with the general discussion, I will
briefly compare and contrast the experience of involving
children as advisors in the two research contexts.
Comparing the involvement of
children in advisory roles in
Rwanda and Bangladesh
It is commonly acknowledged that child participation is a
valuable aspiration, but taking it for granted obscures the
need to investigate when, how and where it works best
or worst. In this section, I want to show that child
participation in the research process is a methodological
issue per se which is affected by the steps we take and
the choices we make; diversities in the selection of
advisors,procedures for planning and organising research
methods workshops, and choice of techniques influence
participation as a means and as an outcome. Above I
showed how both studies shared the involvement of
children as advisors and teaching of basic research
methods to gain feedback, but the way in which the
process unfolded resulted in different quality of
information and relationships.
The selection of advisors proved crucial, in the same
way as the selection of participants in any research
project. While in Rwanda children were elected to
represent care arrangements they were directly or
indirectly familiar with, in Bangladesh street and
working children were asked to advise on the lives of
children living in institutions and community. We soon
realised that children knew best about and were most
interested in the lives of children in similar
circumstances.This bias was evident in all aspects of the
advisory process – informing selection of participants,
questions to ask, feedback on ambiguous findings and
discussion. It made us aware that involvement of
children because they are children as distinct from
adults is not only conceptually simplistic but also
methodologically flawed, and that the closer the match
between advisors and those children we want to
understand, the richer the quality of feedback.
Second, while in the foster care study a small group of
children were elected and were willing to commit their
time to the process, in Bangladesh all the girls chose to
attend the sessions, challenging the continuity of the
training and diluting the efficacy of teaching research
methods and the understanding of specific components.
Group dynamics and familiarity with one another also
differed between the contexts; children in Rwanda were
more open because we met more regularly, in a smaller
group and more frequently. This realisation led to a
change in strategy in Bangladesh, where we replaced the
training in research methods with consultative meetings,
a compromise reached after assessing the time and
resources that both facilitators and children were putting
in. The second lesson we learned, similar to the
observation made by Pain and Francis (2003), is that with
transient groups continuity and development in time are
a challenge;more regular meetings in small groups ensure
continuity and allow for deeper discussions to surface
and issues to be explored in greater detail.
A final methodological issue, not frequently
examined, is the relationship and roles of researchers
and children (Christensen, 2004), including their
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experience and expertise. The Rwandan facilitators, for
instance, were not only experts in conducting research
and facilitation but also knowledgeable about the social
lives of Rwandan children. In Bangladesh, the strength of
the researchers was their technical expertise; they knew
how to conduct research on different topics, but did not
have specific knowledge of children. These different
skills affected the quality of the workshops themselves,
knowledge of children proving as important as technical
skills. Finally, my prior experience and knowledge of the
two countries was also different. I had lived in Rwanda
for four years before leading the foster care study, while
I had never been in Bangladesh before the start of the
project on children outside parental care, and my
different positions affected my understanding of the
socio-cultural realities of children and the quality of the
training, which leads me to conclude with a statement in
support of long-term anthropological work (Chatty et al,
2005; Christensen, 2004).
Discussion
Analysis of the involvement of children as advisors
indicates that participation is best seen as part of the
research strategy, described rather than simply cited in
research documents. Even though the two examples
are located in the ‘South’ and refer to children
separated from their natural families for political and
economic reasons, lessons learnt can be transferred and
adapted to other contexts of migration and social
exclusion in the ‘North’. If Morrow and Richards (1996)
suggest that respect for children’s competencies ‘needs
to become a methodological technique in itself’ (p100),
here I have argued for the systematisation of a
‘methodology of participation’.
Methodological considerations
Participation at different stages – choosing, setting up and
leading the work of an advisory committee – follows the
same principles and guidelines that inform any research
study in the selection of participants (advisors),
establishing relationships (for how long?, in what way?),
choosing techniques (for small or large groups?) and
analysing findings. When systematically planned,
participatory research improves the reliability and
validity of the research project (Thomas & O’Kane, 1998)
even though it is challenging and time-consuming
(Chatty et al, 2005; Pain & Francis, 2003).
Anderson (2000) writes that one of the dangers of
research with children is that it can infantilise them,
which can include talking down and restricting them to
making only superficial responses, or involve
inexperienced children rather than those with relevant
experience who could give us much more informed
responses. The comparison of the work of the two
committees points to the value of selecting advisors
according to their experience and knowledge, thus
minimising the risk of infantilising them. Children with
direct or indirect relevant experience are better placed to
give more in-depth and complex information than those
with less relevant knowledge. We also noticed that
advisors’ feedback was consistently made and justified
having in mind the protection and well-being of the
children participating in the studies, revealing the
advisors’ views on ethics and contributing to discussions
on ethical issues in research with children (Morrow &
Richards, 1996;Thomas & O’Kane, 1998;Wyness, 2006).
‘Varieties’ of participation
When carefully planned, the involvement of children as
advisors is methodologically useful. However, one is still
left with the question of whether, within the framework
of discussion on participation in general, this activity can
be considered participatory, and if so to what degree and
in what way.Pain and Francis (2003) argue that extracting
information or using participatory diagramming is not
the same as empowering, and recommend that:
the term ‘participatory’ should be avoided when
the primary intention is traditional ‘extractive’
research for the purposes of gathering
information (p53),
while Sinclair (2004) goes as far as to suggest that if
participation is to be more meaningful to children and
effective for social change, it is necessary for it to move
beyond one-off or isolated instances of participation to
become an integral part of our relationship with children.
Taking a rather different view, Boyden and Ennew (1997)
write that participation can mean either simply ‘taking
part’ or being present, or ‘knowing that one’s actions are
taken note of and may be acted on, sometimes called
empowerment’ (p33), while Thomas and O’ Kane (1998)
add an element of relativity when they claim that, though
the involvement of youmg people in their project on
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children looked after by local authorities in England and
Wales had began after the objectives and design of the
study had been set,
the conduct of the research was participatory in
a stronger [my emphasis] sense than merely
that it employed ‘user-friendly’ materials;
children were involved not only in choosing
how they participated personally but in
consciously influencing the direction of the
research and in making decisions about its
dissemination (p341).
Hart (1992)’s ladder of participation has become a
classic tool to describe the manner in which relations
between adult and children are managed in participatory
projects.At the top of the ladder there are projects initiated
by young people where decisions are shared with adults,
and in the middle are activities that are adult-initiated and
decisions shared with young people, those where children
are consulted and informed or where they are assigned
and informed. Tokenism, decoration and manipulation,
situated at the bottom of the ladder, are viewed as non-
participation. Despite criticisms of the ladder (Kirby &
Woodhead,2003;Reddy & Ratna,2002), it offers a typology
for thinking about children’s involvement that moves
beyond a binary idea of participation versus non-
participation to include a hierarchical progression. More
recently,Wyness (2006) has distinguished the involvement
of children as ‘meaning-maker’ respondents from that of
children as ‘researchers’ in adults’ research projects where
they can act as consultants or fieldworkers.
With the objective of contributing to these
discussions on a methodology of participation, I suggest
that we move beyond categorical oppositions or strictly
hierarchical views to consider ‘varieties’ of participation
and ‘varieties’ of social change. The involvement of
children as advisors represents a specific type of
participation that produced a specific kind of social
change, within the life of the project. Children
contributed to the decision-making process, and they had
influence over the methods used, the questions asked, the
interpretation of findings and the recommendations
proposed. The fact that researchers went to them for
advice meant that the relationship was different from that
of researcher–participant. Teaching research methods
using an example from real life was to some extent
empowering, both in helping children understand their
experience in relation to that of other children and in
knowing that their feedback was included in the report
to be disseminated to other stakeholders.
The participation of children as advisors resulted in an
exchange of information and reciprocal learning which,
as Landsdown (2002) writes, contributes to the range of
benefits that children link with increased participation
such as acquiring new skills, building self-esteem and
contributing to making the world a better place.
Viewing power as inherent in research emphasises
that research is a practice that is part of social life rather
than an external contemplation of it, Christensen (2004)
writes. We also found that the activities of the child
advisory committee were positioned inside a web of
negotiations involving the child advisory committee, the
adult advisory committee, the consultants and the
organisations that commissioned the study, making us all
aware that ‘participation is shaped and constrained by the
social fabric’ (Johnson & Ivan-Smith, 1998 p5).
Finally, while conceptual discussions of childhood in
general have adopted a new paradigm which views
children as social actors, children in difficult
circumstances tend to be characterised by internal and
often oppositional attributes: vulnerable/resilient,
victim/perpetrator, traumatised/healthy. If to respect
children means not to:
think in sharp dichotomies of wise adult/
immature child, infallible doctor/immature
patient, but to see wisdom and uncertainty
shared among people of varying ages and
experiences (James, 2004 p158),
then it is hoped that the comments made by the
advisors will help us to move beyond such descriptions
and to view children in difficult circumstances as social
actors, active participants in the research process as they
are in societal life.
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